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Abstract 
Youth transitioning into university face numerous life challenges, particularly in South Africa with 
its high levels of poverty and inequality. This article, recognising the vulnerability of many 
students, sets out to identify the resilience processes that facilitate the resilient outcomes of life 
satisfaction and academic progress. Using a sample of 232 psychosocially vulnerable undergraduate 
students, a quantitative survey was conducted and analysed using multivariate procedures. Results 
indicate that 27% of the variance in life satisfaction was accounted for by 19 resilience variables, 
with community relationships and family financial security being individually significant, and that 
18% of the variance in academic progress was accounted for, with learning orientation being 
individually significant. Family relationships also emerged as important for both outcomes. The 
findings suggest that, during times of adversity, South African students drawn in particular on 
relational resources in their home communities, and that academic progress is protected from 
deterioration by vulnerable students’ love for learning. Practice implications for universities are 
proposed that go beyond reactive, therapeutic services towards creating a supportive academic 
community. 
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The adjustment from adolescence to young adulthood, frequently referred to as the period of 
“emerging adulthood” (Arnett 2013, p. 10) and the transition itself as “youth transitions” (Cieslik 
and Simpson 2013, p. 8), is an exciting but challenging experience for many young people. Part of 
the excitement is the opportunity to move towards independence, often associated with leaving 
home and going to university. These same events, paradoxically, are also associated with challenge 
– the anxiety of independence, struggling to hold down a job and running out of cash. Among 
young people in the developing world, the situation is further complicated by high levels of poverty 
and unemployment. South Africa is not immune to this, having among the highest rates of youth 
unemployment and income inequality globally (World Data Bank 2015). 
 
Research among young people entering higher education in South Africa shows that they are 
vulnerable as they transition into university (Maree 2015), experiencing high rates of family deaths, 
poverty and violence (Van Breda 2013). While many of these adversities are chronic and take place 
before students enter university, others occur during their first year of study (Pillay and Ngcobo 
2010; Van Breda 2017b). In this paper, I refer to students who have these personal and social 
adversities as ‘psychosocially vulnerable’, meaning they have experience of life challenges 
emanating from their personal and social life worlds. These adversities impact negatively on 
students’ studies (Van Breda 2013), resulting in students failing modules and dropping out of their 
studies (Maringe and Sing 2014) – approximately a third of all South African university students 
drop out in their first year (CHE 2013, p. 44). 
 
In my capacity as a social work educator, however, I have found some of my most vulnerable 
students also being the most successful students. Some relate how their experiences of adversity 
drive them towards personal and academic growth. They are by no means immune to the impact of 
adversity, but are also able to mobilise a range of resources so that the adversity does not disable 
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them. Such people, who, despite unusually high vulnerability, display unexpectedly positive 
outcomes, are termed ‘resilient’. It is this observation that prompted the current study.  
 
Resilience theory has been critiqued for valorising adversity and focusing on the responsibility of 
individuals to overcome adversity, rather than the state in reducing or eliminating adversity. This is 
associated with neoliberalism (Joseph 2013), which regards individuals as solely responsible for 
their lives and absolves the state of its responsibility to address social adversity. In a similar vein, 
Samuels and Pryce (2008) argue that resilience tends to be constructed as ‘self-reliance’, which 
separates vulnerable individuals from much needed support systems, deepening their social 
exclusion.  
 
In this article, however, I draw on an approach to resilience that takes far more cognizance of the 
social nature of resilience (Ungar 2012). An ecological approach to resilience locates resilience 
processes within social processes (Bottrell 2009) and recognises that resilience occurs at the 
intersection between people and their environments. Hart et al. (2016) similarly argue that 
vulnerability and resilience are both individual and social, and argue for an inequalities approach to 
understanding resilience that endeavours not merely to increase individual resilience, but also to 
challenge structural inequalities. 
 
The current research sets out to identify the processes that enabled a group of particularly 
vulnerable students at the University of Johannesburg to be resilient in terms of satisfaction with 
life and academic progress. A survey was conducted with close to 500 second- and third-year 
students, which measured their vulnerability, resilient outcomes and 21 resilience processes. Only 
the students with above average vulnerability were included in the analysis, which sought to 
determine which resilience processes contributed the most to their resilient outcomes. The study 
hypothesised that vulnerable students with higher levels of resilience would have higher life 
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satisfaction and make better academic progress than vulnerable students with lower levels of 
resilience, and that certain individual resilience variables would emerge as particularly significant 
for each of the two outcomes. It was hoped that these findings would inform student services, 
enabling universities to co-create resilience-enhancing social environments in which all vulnerable 
students can flourish. 
 
Resilience of University Students in South Africa 
Luthar et al. (2000, p. 543) define resilience as “a dynamic process encompassing positive 
adaptation within the context of significant adversity.” They note that embedded in this 
conceptualisation of resilience are two main conditions: first, there is presence of adversity (or 
vulnerability or risk) and second, there is positive adaptation or outcomes (sometimes termed better-
than-expected outcomes (Rutter 2012)) despite the adversity. In fact, there is a third condition in 
their definition, viz. “a dynamic process”, which can be referred to as resilience or protective 
processes or resources, which are those processes that enable an individual to have a positive 
outcome, despite vulnerability.  
 
This brief introduction highlights an ongoing tension in resilience theory between resilience as an 
outcome and a process. Rutter (2012, p. 336) is firm that resilience is an outcome that is better than 
expected: “the presence of resilience has to be inferred from individual variations in outcome 
among individuals who have experienced significant major stress or adversity.” Thus, an individual 
is considered ‘resilient’ when, despite adversity, they do better than others facing that same 
adversity. 
 
But in addition to this construction of resilience as an outcome is the view of resilience as a process 
(Olsson et al. 2003), which focuses rather on the processes that people engage in to achieve better-
than-expected outcomes. Earlier research on resilience tended to focus on individualised, 
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intrapsychic processes, such as sense of coherence or hardiness, but increasingly resilience 
researchers have embraced an ecological model of resilience processes that centre on action rather 
than traits, and in particular on the interactions between people and their social environments 
(Theron and Theron 2010). One of the most influential definitions of resilience is that of Ungar 
(2012, p. 17): 
Where there is potential for exposure to significant adversity, resilience is both the capacity 
of individuals to navigate their way to the psychological, social, cultural, and physical 
resources that build and sustain their well-being, and their individual and collective capacity 
to negotiate for these resources to be provided and experienced in culturally meaningful 
ways.  
 
This definition emphasises the availability of resources in the environment, particularly those that 
are culturally relevant, and the process of people locating and mobilising these resources. Thus, 
resilience is a multifaceted and interactive process involving both individual and environment as 
well the interaction between them (Van Breda 2017c). It is this person-in-environment framework 
of resilience (illustrated in Figure 1) that is utilised in this study. 
 
While children at school have been a major focus of attention from resilience researchers (Masten et 
al. 2008; Johnson and Lazarus 2014), comparatively little attention has been given to the resilience 
of university students. Given the vulnerability of many students, however, attention to their 
resilience is important and student services should extend beyond merely reactive therapeutic 
services, towards the development of student resilience, and even towards whole-institution 
interventions, as are increasingly seen in schools (Roffey 2016). The existing knowledge about 
student resilience will be presented here according to an ecological framework: the student, the 
family, the university and other external resources. Priority is given to South African studies, so that 
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the contextual realities of students and their social environments are incorporated into the 
understanding of their resilience. 
 
Regarding the student as individual, research shows that psychosocially vulnerable students do 
well when they have a strong commitment to studying, evidenced in high levels of motivation, self-
discipline and a sense of being goal oriented regarding their education (Dass-Brailsford 2005; 
Alpaslan 2010). Resilient students display significant persistence in the face of numerous obstacles 
(Steyn and Kamper 2011). In particular, students formulate a variety of mechanisms to deal with 
often severe financial constraints, ranging from sub-letting a space in their residence to doing sex 
work (Alpaslan 2010). Resilient students also experience a sense of agency (Dass-Brailsford 2005) 
or self-efficacy. They show willingness to face up to and engage with the challenges they 
experience in life (Kotzé and Kleynhans 2013). They construct education as the escape route from 
poverty, not only for themselves, but also for their family (Dass-Brailsford 2005; Firfirey and 
Carolissen 2010).  
 
Students show evidence of well-developed possible selves (Markus and Nurius 1986) as they 
imagine the hopeful future they will enjoy once they have completed their studies (Firfirey and 
Carolissen 2010). This future orientation is particularly impactful when students are able to create 
pathways that lead towards that future (Kotzé and Niemann 2013). Spirituality is an important 
resilience resource for students, and includes both personal faith and belonging to a community of 
believers, and includes primarily Christianity and traditional African spiritualties (Dass-Brailsford 
2005; Kotzé and Kleynhans 2013; Maringe and Sing 2014; Alpaslan 2010).  
 
Regarding the contribution of the family to student resilience, supportive family relations emerge as 
significant, including both parents and siblings (Dass-Brailsford 2005; Firfirey and Carolissen 
2010). The families of resilient students have high expectations for their children to succeed and 
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make sacrifices to make it possible for the student to study (Dass-Brailsford 2005). The extended 
family also plays an important role, particularly in contributing resources (money, food, clothes) to 
enable the student to pursue her/his studies (Dass-Brailsford 2005; Alpaslan 2010). 
 
Regarding the university as a source of student resilience, some students refer to the tutoring 
system at university, which is supplemental instruction provided by senior students (Du Plessis and 
Benecke 2011). The involvement of students in learning activities in the ‘real world’ (such as 
community projects) stimulates deeper learning and an appreciation for the value of learning, which 
contributes to their resilience (Du Plessis and Benecke 2011).  
 
Regarding other external resources, many students refer to role models, such as a teacher from 
school, who inspires and motivates them (Dass-Brailsford 2005). Students also report that their 
school, more generally, is an enabler, providing them with encouragement to push ahead. The 
students’ home community is sometimes a source of support (Dass-Brailsford 2005). Resilient 
students form circles of friendships with those who are like them in a university environment that is 
diverse and sometimes alienating (Maringe and Sing 2014), and obtain support by talking with 
these friends (Mudhovozi 2011).  
 
Only a handful of the studies cited here are able to link these resilience processes to positive 
outcomes, thus a number of the authors note that they are describing coping mechanisms, which 
may or may not be helpful in achieving positive outcomes. Furthermore, most of those that do link 
the processes to outcomes, focus on academic outcomes only. This study hopes to build on this by 
linking a range of social-ecological resilience processes to both academic and well-being outcomes. 
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Methods 
Study Design 
A cross-sectional, mixed-methods, exploratory study was conducted at the University of 
Johannesburg, a comprehensive university in South Africa, by fourth-year social work students as 
part of their research course. Each student was required to collect data from five students according 
to specified selection criteria. Participants completed a standardised scale and participated in a 
semi-structured interview. This article, however, reports only on the quantitative survey component 
of the study. 
 
Population and Sample 
The population was defined as all University of Johannesburg second- and third-year undergraduate 
students registered during 2015 (N = 21 950). A nonprobability sampling strategy comprising both 
availability and purposive sampling was utilised to select a diverse sample of approximately 500 
individuals from this population. The criteria for purposive sampling included that participants must 
have experienced some kind of challenge in the transition to university life (and thus have at least 
some evidence of psychosocial vulnerability in first year) and could not be a friend of the student 
collecting the data. In total, 463 students participated in the study and completed usable 
questionnaires, representing 2.1% of the population. Because the participants were not randomly 
sampled, the sample is not representative of the population and results cannot be generalised to all 
students. 
 
Instrumentation  
Resilience studies typically measure three components: vulnerability, outcomes and resilience 
processes. Conceptually, resilience theory argues that experiences of adversity make one vulnerable 
to various negative outcomes at a later time; some people, however, have positive outcomes – we 
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consider these people to be resilient. We then consider what resilience processes might account for 
these better outcomes. 
 
Vulnerability Index. Vulnerability was measured using a modified version of a tool used in a 
previous South African study (Van Breda 2013). Participants were presented with 23 life challenges 
that students may have experienced during their first year of studies, including: poverty, intimate 
partner violence, death of a parent, living with HIV, having an abortion, being bullied at university, 
and substance abuse in the family. For each challenge, participants were asked if they had 
experienced it during their first year of study and if they did, to what extent it negatively impacted 
their studies in first year. A response of not having experienced a challenge scored 0, while 
experiencing the challenge scored 1 to 4 depending on their response to its impact on first year 
studies (1 = not at all, 2 = a little bit, 3 = somewhat, 4 = a lot). These responses were summated and 
converted into a Vulnerability Index. This is percentage scale (a score of zero meant none of the life 
challenges were experienced in their first year of study, while a score of 100 meant all 23 had been 
experienced and all negatively impacted their first-year studies ‘a lot’). Because this measure is a 
checklist of life events, and also includes subjective experience of adversity which is not uniformly 
related to the events themselves (Galatzer-Levy et al. 2012), it was not expected to have very high 
internal consistency, which is confirmed by the modest but solid reliability (α = .69). 
 
Outcome 1: Life Satisfaction. Subjective global well-being was measured using the Satisfaction 
with Life Scale (SLS) (Diener et al. 1985), which measures the cognitive-judgemental (rather than 
affective) aspects of life satisfaction. This five-item scale, scored on a 7-point Likert scale, had 
good measurement properties in the original validation: test-retest reliability of .82 and internal 
consistency of .87. The SLS has been widely used since then, including in South Africa, where 
studies have yielded similar levels of internal consistency ranging from .77 (Patel et al. 2009) to .84 
(Roothman et al. 2003). This study found similar internal consistency (α = .78). 
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Outcome 2: Academic Progress. Students’ academic progress was defined as doing well 
academically and being satisfied with their academic progress. It was measured with a set of three 
items: number of modules failed (4 = zero modules failed, 3 = one module, 2 = two modules, 1 = 
three modules, 0 = four or more modules), number of modules completed with distinction (0 = zero 
modules passed with distinction, 1 = one module, 2 = two modules, 3 = three or four modules, 4 = 
five or more modules) and subjective satisfaction with academic progress over the course of the 
student’s studies (0 = very dissatisfied to 4 = very satisfied). This provided both an objective 
(modules failed or excelled) and a subjective (satisfaction) dimension to this outcome. This 
approach differs from the neater measure of academic performance, based just on actual academic 
results for one or multiple modules (e.g. Kotze and Niemann 2013). Academic progress, rather, is 
considered holistically, as a combination of both objective academic performance and subjective 
academic satisfaction, much as Galatzer-Levy et al. (2013) measure potentially traumatic events. 
This does, however create a multifaceted measure, which is anticipated to impact negatively on the 
internal coherence of the measure. 
 
These three items were summated and converted to a percentage scale (a score of zero meant the 
student had failed four or more modules, obtained a distinction for none and felt very dissatisfied 
with her/his academic progress, while a score of 100 meant the student had failed no modules, 
obtained distinctions for five or more and felt very satisfied with her/his academic progress). This 
three-item ‘scale’ had poor internal consistency (α = .40), which was anticipated. Because the items 
each measure important multidimensional facets of academic progress, however, they can be 
considered to have validity and the measure was thus retained. 
 
Resilience Processes. The Youth Ecological-Resilience Scale (YERS) (Van Breda 2017c) was 
utilised for this study. The YERS comprises 117 items in 21 subscales, measuring various aspects 
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of individual (e.g. spirituality and self-esteem), interactional (e.g. team work and empathy) and 
environmental (including relational, e.g. role model and peers, and social, e.g. community safety 
and family financial security) resilience (see Figure 1). The YERS was developed for young people 
transitioning out of residential care and validated with a sample of South African youth aged 14 to 
21. The subscales demonstrate good factorial validity and reliability (original alphas ranged from 
.711 to .908, and in this dataset from .717 to .928). Definitions of constructs are provided in Van 
Breda (2017c). 
 
Data Analysis 
Data were analysed in IBM SPSS v23. Statistical significance was set at p < .05 for all analyses – a 
level slightly more generous than .01, because of the exploratory nature of the research and the 
relatively small sample for multivariate analysis. Descriptive analyses, bivariate correlations, t-tests 
and standard multiple regressions were performed to answer the research questions. 
 
Ethics 
Various measures were implemented to protect the ethics of the students who participated in this 
study. Students are an inherently vulnerable population, in terms both of many students 
experiencing psychosocial vulnerability and of being an over-researched group (Maringe and Sing 
2014). Extra care needs to be taken, therefore, to ensure that they are not exploited, but cared for. 
Participants were provided with an information sheet, which explained that participation was 
voluntary and without incentive, that data would be captured anonymously (only the field workers 
knew the names of the participants) and that they could withdraw at any time. Referral information 
for free counselling, both on campus and off campus (to protect privacy), was provided in the letter. 
Participants signed a consent form, which was kept separate from the data to protect the anonymity 
of the data. Data collection involved not only the completion of a battery of scales, but also a 
narrative interview, which created space for a degree of ventilation. While I would have liked to 
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have participants’ student numbers, so as to access their academic results, this was abandoned in 
favour of ensuring their anonymity. The study was approved by the Faculty of Humanities Research 
Ethics Committee on 17 February 2015. 
 
Results 
Description of Sample 
The sample comprised 463 participants and the first set of results are based on this combined 
dataset. However, the focus of this article is on vulnerable students, and thus the most important 
analyses were conducted on the 50% of students with the highest Vulnerability Indexes, for which n 
= 232. Table 1 thus presents key aspects of the demographic profile of the combined sample, as 
well of the high vulnerability and low vulnerability halves. 
 
<<INSERT TABLE 1 HERE>> 
 
It can be seen that the majority of participants were African females in their early twenties. About a 
third of students come from Gauteng (the province in which the university is located) and about a 
third are studying a degree in the Faculty of Humanities. 
 
Correlations and Comparisons 
The Pearson’s correlation between the Vulnerability Index in first year and Life Satisfaction a year 
or two later was -.346 (p < .001, n = 462) and between the Vulnerability Index and Academic 
Progress -.208 (p < .001, n = 440). These modest correlations indicate that higher levels of 
vulnerability in first year (i.e. more life challenges that impacted more negatively on their studies in 
first year) are associated with lower levels of life satisfaction and poorer academic progress a year 
or two later. The two outcome variables, Life Satisfaction and Academic Progress, had a weak but 
significant positive correction (r = .297, p < .001, n = 439). Causation cannot be inferred from a 
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correlation: students with higher life satisfaction may find it easier to study and progress 
academically, or students who do well academically may feel good about themselves and their lives.  
 
Because resilience manifests only in the context of adversity, the sample was split into two using 
the median Vulnerability Index score of 10.3: 231 participants scored below and 232 above 10.3. 
An independent t-test was conducted to compare the Life Satisfaction and Academic Progress 
scores of these two groups. Based on the significant negative correlations above, it was 
hypothesised that there would be statistically significant differences in outcome scores between the 
two groups. 
 
<<INSERT TABLE 2 HERE>> 
 
Table 2 shows that, while the ranges of scores are similar, participants with higher levels of 
vulnerability had statistically significantly lower life satisfaction and poorer academic progress. The 
11% difference in mean Life Satisfaction scores and 7% difference in Academic Progress scores 
suggest that these differences are practically significant. Students who experienced higher degrees 
of vulnerability in their first year of study struggle more with life and studies a year or two later. 
 
Because resilience is premised on vulnerability, only the 232 participants who scored above the 
median on the Vulnerability Index were included in the remaining analyses. In other words, this is a 
study of a sample of university students who experienced higher levels of vulnerability than other 
students, to determine the extent to which resilience processes facilitated higher levels of life 
satisfaction and academic progress. 
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Contribution of Resilience to Outcomes 
In light of the finding that there is a wide spread of outcome scores among the high vulnerability 
group (Table 2), suggesting that some do better (in terms of life satisfaction and academic progress) 
than others, the 21 resilience variables in the YERS were correlated with the two outcome 
measures. A significant positive correlation would suggest that that resilience variable was 
significant in facilitating positive outcomes among vulnerable students. A one-tailed Spearman’s 
correlation was used (positive correlations were expected). 
 
<<INSERT TABLE 3 HERE>> 
 
Table 3 indicates that the majority of resilience variables correlated with one or both of the 
outcomes: 16 variables correlated with both outcomes and a further three correlated with one. Thus, 
only two resilience variables did not correlate significantly with either outcome, viz. interdependent 
problem solving and distress tolerance, which were omitted from further consideration, leaving 19 
predictors. This confirms that a wide range of resilience mechanisms are useful in assisting 
vulnerable students when they go through difficult times. However, the overwhelmingly positive 
results do little to guide one in determining how best to move forward in supporting vulnerable 
students in their first year of study. 
 
Multivariate Analysis 
A regression analysis was thus conducted to consider the multivariate interaction of the resilience 
variables in predicting each of the outcomes. Tabachnick and Fidell’s (2013, p. 123) formula of “N 
> 50 + 8m (where m = number of independent variables)” was used to determine if the sample was 
large enough for the regression. The high vulnerability group (n = 232) exceeds the required 202 
participants. A correlation matrix of the 19 independent variables was conducted to identify 
possible multicollinearity between the variables. The highest correlation was .655 (between team 
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work and empathy), well below the generous standard of .900 and the more conservative standard 
of .700 (Tabachnick and Fidell 2013, p. 90). Thus, it appears that there are no concerns over 
multicollinearity in the dataset. This was confirmed by an inspection of the collinearity statistics – 
the smallest tolerance was .372, which is above the standard of .10 and the largest VIF was 2.69, 
which is below the standard of 10 (Pallant 2005, p. 150). 
 
<<INSERT TABLE 4>> 
 
Contribution of Resilience to Life Satisfaction 
The first regression was conducted with Life Satisfaction as the dependent variable and the 19 
resilience variables as independent variables. Table 3 shows that all 19 independent variables 
correlated significantly with life satisfaction. Before moving onto the regression results, the 
residuals were assessed. A visual inspection of the Normal Probability Plot and Scatterplot did not 
raise any alarms. However, eight of the cases had Mahalanobis distances that exceeded the 
permitted value of 42.3 (based on df = 18 and p < .001). However, Cook’s distances for these cases 
were well below the standard of 1 (Tabachnick and Fidell 2013, p. 75) (the largest was 0.12), 
suggesting that while they did differ from the regression model, their impact on the robustness of 
the regression was small and thus not of concern (Field 2013). These cases were thus retained. 
 
The regression model generated R = .519 and R2 = .270, meaning that the 19 resilience variables in 
combination accounted for 27.0% of the variance in Life Satisfaction, a modest but significant 
contribution (F = 3.03, p < .001).  
 
The contribution of each of the resilience variables to Life Satisfaction, while controlling for the 
contribution of the other 18 variables, was investigated by considering the standardised beta 
coefficients and their significance (see Table 4). Two resilience variables were significant at p < 
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.05, viz. Community Relationships (β = .192) and Family Financial Security (β = .190). This 
suggests that the more supportive the student’s community back at home and the greater the feeling 
of financial security of the student’s family, the greater the vulnerable student’s satisfaction with 
life, when all their other resiliencies are held constant. In addition, Learning Orientation (β = .168, p 
= .055) and Family Relationships (β = .144, p = .079) approached, but did not achieve significance. 
 
Contribution of Resilience to Academic Progress 
The same procedures were conducted for the outcome Academic Progress. All but three of the 
independent variables (Community Safety, Family Financial Security and Bouncebackability) 
correlated significantly with Academic Progress (as indicated in Table 3). The same eight cases 
flagged under Life Satisfaction again had Mahalanobis distances that exceeded the permitted value 
of 42.3, however Cook’s distances were again low (the largest was 0.03), thus the cases were again 
retained. 
 
The regression model generated R = .427 and R2 = .182, meaning that the 19 resilience variables in 
combination accounted for 18.2% of the variance in Academic Progress, a modest but significant 
contribution (F = 1.83, p < .05).  
 
The contribution of each of the resilience variables to Academic Progress, while controlling for the 
contribution of the other 18 variables, was investigated by considering the standardised beta 
coefficients and their significance (see Table 4). Only one resilience variable was significant at p < 
.05, viz. Learning Orientation (β = .238). This suggests that the greater the enjoyment derived from 
learning, the greater the academic progress of a vulnerable student, when all their other resiliencies 
are held constant. One other variable approached, but did not achieve significance, viz. Family 
Relationships (β = .161, p = .063), suggesting that the support of family may be a useful 
consideration in supporting vulnerable students in their academic studies. 
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Limitations 
The key limitation of this study is that it is not longitudinal. An attempt is made to create a 
retrospective time gap between vulnerability (in their first year) and outcomes (in second or third 
year), however, resilience is measured at the same time as outcomes. Thus, it cannot be said with 
certainty that the resilience processes mediated the negative impact of vulnerability on outcomes. It 
is possible that the experiences of adversity generated resilience processes as well as positive 
outcomes, and that the latter are related simply because they all point to higher levels of 
psychosocial adjustment. A stronger design would have collected resilience data at the beginning of 
first year, vulnerability data at the end of first year and outcome data at the end of second or third 
year. That would have allowed for more confident conclusions about the relationship between these 
three sets of variables. 
 
In addition, because nonprobability sampling was used, the results cannot be generalised with 
confidence to all vulnerable students at the University of Johannesburg or to any other university. 
 
Discussion 
The results of this study confirm what is found in many other studies, including some in South 
Africa, that personal adversity has a negative impact on both personal well-being and academic 
progress (Lindow 2006; Petersen et al. 2009). In this study, the combined 19 resilience variables, 
which were distributed across the person-in-environment social ecology of students (Figure 1), 
account for 27% of highly vulnerable students’ life satisfaction and 18% of their academic progress. 
Given the many factors that can influence both of these outcomes, these are meaningful and 
substantial influences of resilience. Because it was also established that the adversities experienced 
by students during their first year of study were associated with lower levels of life satisfaction and 
academic progress, it appears that these resilience variables may work to moderate this influence.  
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In other words, students who experience significant adversity during their first year are likely to 
experience the ripple effects of this in both personal well-being and academic progress. However, if 
they also have a range of resilience processes that they can mobilise, the negative impact of their 
vulnerability is reduced and better-than-expected personal and academic outcomes are seen. In 
short, these processes appear to increase their resilience. 
 
It is noteworthy that almost all of the 21 resilience variables were significantly correlated with both 
of the resilience outcomes. On the one hand, it looks positive, because the study has generated 
significant results, but on the hand, when everything is significant there are no points of focus or 
comparison. However, the correlations (Table 3) were all weak, accounting for only a small amount 
of the variance in the outcome variables. This may be a result of the nomothetic nature of 
quantitative research, which analyses groups of people, in contrast to the idiographic nature of 
qualitative research, which gives priority to the unique features of each individual (Smith et al. 
2009).  
 
It is possible that the resilient individuals in this study each draw on a unique cluster of resilience 
processes to support their accomplishment of positive outcomes. For example, one person may rely 
on spirituality and a sense of self-efficacy, while another may rely on friends and family. Both may, 
as a result, be equally resilient. However, when their results are combined in a correlation or 
regression, these unique features disappear. Similar findings were found in the resilience profiles of 
seven groups of South African adolescents (Van Breda 2017a). In that study, I found that every 
group scored high on at least one of the resilience processes that statistically differed across groups. 
I interpreted this to mean that in different contexts, people have access to and thus rely on different 
resilience processes to overcome the adversity they face. 
 
19 
 
Notwithstanding the nomothetic limitations of regression analysis, the analyses did highlight three 
resilience processes as being central to the resilience of vulnerable students. Community 
relationships and family financial security were key predictors of life satisfaction, while learning 
orientation was key to academic progress. In addition, lurking in the shadows of statistical 
insignificance were family relationships, which bordered on significance for both outcomes.  
 
It is noteworthy that the two (or three, if we consider family relationships) variables predicting life 
satisfaction are all located in the community. Not one of them is located in the inner individual or 
second interactive circles of Figure 1. They are all located in the social environment around the 
student, confirming Ungar’s (2012) argument that the social environment is a far more important 
predictor of individual resilience than individual resilience processes. But what is even more 
striking is that they are all located in the students’ home community, not in the university. It appears 
that it is what happens at home that determines a vulnerable student’s well-being, rather than what 
happens on campus. The secure home base is a vitally important foundation on which students 
construct their satisfaction with life during adversity.  
 
Furthermore, it is interesting to note that what is important to vulnerable students, in terms of life 
satisfaction, is relationships and finances. The relationships that count are not friends, lovers, 
lecturers and role models, as much as community (and family) relationships. These relationships 
root students in their community. This may speak to the importance of culture and heritage – 
relationships that have history and that endure. This appears to be aligned with the findings of Dass-
Brailsford (2005) among disadvantaged black first year university students, as well as Theron’s 
(2013, p. 527) “recognition that resilience processes are nuanced by the socio-cultural ecology in 
which youths are situated”. 
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Regarding academic progress, the key resilience process is, as expected, learning orientation. The 
extent to which vulnerable students love to learn and enjoy the challenge of learning something new 
increases the academic success that they achieve. This confirms the findings of other researchers 
(e.g. Dass-Brailsford 2005; Alpaslan 2010) and is intuitively logical. However, it is interesting to 
note that when the same regression analysis was conducted with the low vulnerability students (not 
reported in the results of this article) learning orientation was not significantly predictive of 
academic progress. Thus, perhaps this result is less intuitively logical than it appears. Learning 
orientation seems to be a resilience process that is particularly important for those who are 
vulnerable. Perhaps, psychosocial vulnerability impairs students’ capacity to study, and as a result 
they will make less academic progress than their less vulnerable classmates. This was confirmed by 
the significant correlation between vulnerability and academic progress for the combined sample. 
Thus, for those who are vulnerable, progressing academically requires a heightened orientation 
towards learning, to overcome the otherwise debilitating effects of vulnerability on academic 
progress. 
 
Recommendations and Conclusion 
This study has, using a cross-sectional research design, provided an approximation of a longitudinal 
study, through which one can tentatively suggest that among a sample of second and third year 
students who experienced heightened levels of adversity during their first year, certain resilience 
processes appear useful in boosting their satisfaction with life and enabling them to progress 
academically. In particular, community relationships and family financial security (together, 
perhaps, with family relationships) are important for life satisfaction, while a learning orientation 
(and again perhaps family relationships) is useful for academic progress.  
 
These findings have several important implications for how universities provide support to students, 
beyond the routine provision of counselling services. First, the findings reinforce the importance of 
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universities (at both an institutional level and the more interpersonal level of lecturers and tutors) 
recognising that “students are humans too” (Van Breda 2017b, p. 14). All too often, higher 
education engages with just the brain of the student. But, in fact, higher education is in the business 
of developing the whole person, including all facets of their lives, including their vulnerabilities. 
Lecturers are sometimes ignorant of or insensitive to the particularly challenging circumstances that 
some students face while they come to class, write assignments and sit for exams. Greater insight 
into and empathy for these circumstances could go some way to help students feel supported, 
particularly during difficult times, fostering an additional circle of care within the university 
environment. 
 
Second, the findings show the importance of the home life of students. In this study, it was found 
that two thirds of students come from outside the province where the university is located. It is easy 
to think of and engage with students as independent individuals. But this study, in resonance with 
much newer resilience research, emphasises that students are family and community persons, not 
individuals, and that this fact is most especially important when they go through adversity. 
Universities should, therefore, consider ways to engage the families and communities of students 
more fully in the students’ life at university. This could perhaps be done by leveraging cheap or free 
telecommunications for students so that they can stay in touch with their home families and 
communities while at university. This would constitute a structural intervention, drawing on social 
advocacy roles, by universities, through mobilising telecommunication companies to contribute to 
the academic progress and psychosocial well-being of university students as part of their corporate 
social responsibility. 
 
Third, the contribution of the family’s financial security to students’ life satisfaction reminds us that 
poverty is a major threat to the well-being and development of society. Students frequently worry 
about their families, and in some cases are even the head of their household and the only source of 
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income. Financial assistance for students from higher education is individualised, designed to 
support just the student. But in reality, students often carry financial responsibility for their family. 
Financial worries distract students from their studies and are often the primary reason for dropping 
out of university prematurely. Universities can assist in alleviating the financial pressure on families 
by supporting free education for poor students and those in the missing-middle – a fully subsidised 
education (including living costs), provided by the state and the private sector, would provide some 
financial relief to poor families. Universities, in addition, can champion research and community 
engagement programmes that address poverty reduction strategies and social change, particularly in 
regions from which larger numbers of students are drawn. And university counselling services 
could work to leverage social security for eligible students, e.g. the child support or foster child 
grant for those who are the head of their household. 
 
And finally, when students are vulnerable, their studies can be threatened. Students need additional 
assistance during these times, to recognise the long-term value of studying, to learn skills of 
bracketing their distress for short periods of time to focus on their studies, and to cultivate an 
inherent love for learning. This is, perhaps, a more general challenge for all lecturers – to not just 
teach their subject, but to grow students who love to learn the subject for themselves. 
 
Ultimately, this study shows that among those students who do face significant adversity – and 
there are many such students – there is a wide range of available resilience resources, any one of 
which may be pivotal for an individual student. The ones highlighted here are those that show 
greatest value for vulnerable students as a collective and thus prompt a collective or institutional 
response. Student services should, however, recognise the multiplicity of resilience resources that 
are available to students, and help to cultivate an institutional culture, at the whole-campus level, 
that recognises and faces both adversity and strength, and that invites students to identify and 
mobilise those resources that are most useful and meaningful to them during times of hardship. 
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Table 1. Demographic Profile of Sample 
Demographic Total Low Vulnerability High Vulnerability 
Female (%) 57.7 56.1 59.3 
African (%) 93.3 92.2 94.3 
Age (mean) 21.8 21.5 22.0 
From Gauteng (%) 39.0 37.2 40.7 
Humanities (%) 32.1 26.8 37.4 
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Table 2. T-test Comparisons of Low and High Vulnerability 
Outcome Group N Mean Range SD t df p 
Life Satisfaction Low Vulnerability 230 61.4 13-100 18.2 6.13 451 < .001 
High Vulnerability 232 50.1 0-100 21.2 
Academic Progress Low Vulnerability 214 65.0 8-100 19.1 3.67 438 < .001 
High Vulnerability 226 57.9 8-100 21.6 
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Table 3. Correlations Between Resilience Variables and Outcome Variables 
Resilience Variables Life Satisfaction Academic Progress 
Family Relationships ‡ .296** .253** 
Peer Relationships ‡ .272** .160** 
Teacher Relationships ‡ .165** .118* 
Community Relationships ‡ .285** .133* 
Role Model Relationships ‡ .190** .198** 
Love Relationships ‡ .255** .152* 
Community Safety † .141* .036 
Family Financial Security † .231** .081 
Social Activities ‡ .118* .219** 
Interdependent Problem Solving -.032 .005 
Self-Efficacy ‡ .287** .165** 
Resourcefulness ‡ .245** .231** 
Team Work ‡ .238** .189** 
Empathy ‡ .228** .174** 
Learning Orientation ‡ .255** .301** 
High Self-Expectations ‡ .188** .222** 
Bouncebackability † .169** .102 
Optimism ‡ .293** .244** 
Self-Esteem ‡ .284** .184** 
Distress Tolerance .081 -.037 
Spirituality ‡ .172** .171** 
* p < .05; ** p < .01; † sig. cor. with one outcome at p < .05; ‡ sig. cor. with both outcomes 
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Table 4. Regression Analyses 
Independent Variables Life Satisfaction Academic Progress 
β t p β t p 
Family Relationships .144 1.769 .079 .161 1.870 .063 
Friends Relationships .028 .325 .745 -.021 -.225 .823 
Teacher Relationships .055 .731 .466 -.011 -.141 .888 
Community Relationships* .196 2.284 .024* -.049 -.542 .589 
Role Model Relationships -.008 -.095 .925 .055 .647 .519 
Love Relationships .044 .535 .594 .014 .160 .873 
Community Safety .020 .260 .795 .025 .317 .752 
Family Financial Security* .190 2.440 .016* .055 .671 .503 
Social Activities -.068 -.841 .402 .150 1.751 .082 
Self-Efficacy .111 1.147 .253 -.029 -.279 .781 
Resourcefulness -.073 -.673 .502 .063 .550 .583 
Team Work -.124 -1.107 .270 -.115 -.967 .335 
Empathy .077 .736 .463 -.026 -.235 .814 
Learning Orientation* .168 1.935 .055 .238 2.583 .011* 
High Self-Expectations -.003 -.041 .967 .080 .898 .370 
Bouncebackability .095 1.072 .286 .058 .618 .537 
Optimism .057 .590 .556 .047 .461 .646 
Self-Esteem .131 1.460 .146 .021 .219 .827 
Spirituality -.048 -.576 .566 .040 .455 .650 
Life Satisfaction: R = .519; R2 = .270; F = 3.03; p < .05 
Academic Progress: R = .427; R2 = .182; F = 1.83; p < .05 
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Figure 1. Person-in-Environment Resilience Framework (Van Breda 2017c, p. 3) 
